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Lesson 21:
The Great Revolt

1. Outline
a. Historical events
b. Internal conflict
c. Aftermath: Yavneh and Bar Kochba
d. The revolts in modern Israeli consciousness

2. Introduction
The Great Revolt and the destruction of the Temple represent, of course, a major
turning point in Jewish history from every perspective.  The pattern of life in exile had
been established previously, with the creation of the Babylonian community; however,
the diaspora as we know it is really only known to us from 70 CE onward.  A few key
points regarding this period that are of interest for our teaching of Israel:
 The escape to Yavneh: trading the struggle for political sovereignty for acceptance

of limited religious/communal autonomy
 The Bar Kochba revolt and the historical power of messianism
 The historical memory and observance of the destruction in the Jewish tradition (this

was dealt with in lesson 15, on the destruction of the first Temple)
 The two revolts as symbols in modern Israeli culture

3. Lesson goals
a. Knowledge of key historical developments
b. Awareness of the internal divisions in the Jewish people at the time
c. Awareness of the impact of the revolt and the destruction on the development of

Jewish religion and culture
d. Awareness of the impact of the revolt and the destruction on the culture of modern

Israel

4. Expanded outline
a. Historical events

i. From the beginning of their rule of Palestine, the Romans found the Jews
uniquely rebellious, and found themselves constantly “putting out fires.”
While there were certainly significant elements in the people who were
willing to live under Roman domination with some degree of autonomy,
the anti-compromise faction never relented, and succeeded in setting the
tone for the entire nation.  At the same time, the Roman administration
became increasingly corrupt and cruel, and relations between Jews and the
local gentiles deteriorated.  This situation in itself would have been
sufficient to explain the outbreak of rebellion; however, superimposed on it
was a widespread messianic expectation that gave reinforcement to those
with revolutionary inclinations.  On the other hand, it is important to note
that the Jews were never united in their support for the revolt, and
expended a good deal of energy — and blood — in fighting among
themselves.  The Jews’ stubborn and courageous stand against obviously
overwhelming odds during the Great Revolt impressed even the Romans.
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Nevertheless, its net result was the destruction of the Temple and the
impoverishment of the land.

ii. Time line
•64 C.E.  Gessius Florus becomes procurator of Judah.

•66  Florus appropriates money from the Temple treasury, leading to
demonstrations, riots, and “declaration” of revolt (refusal to offer
sacrifices on behalf of emperor).

•67  Yodfat — and the rest of the Galilee — is subdued by the Romans.

•70  Siege of Jerusalem, destruction of the Temple.

•73  Last holdout of the rebels, Masada, falls.

•115-117  Large scale revolts of Jews in Diaspora communities (Egypt,
Cyrene, Cyprus), suppressed.

•130  Emperor Hadrian begins reconstruction of Jerusalem as pagan city
with temple of Jupiter.

•132  Outbreak of Bar Kochba revolt.

•135  Fall of Beitar, last stronghold of revolt.

iii. See maps at

http://www.anova.org/sev/atlas/htm/index.html, maps 125, 126.

iv. The vicious cycle of rebellion and repression that began with Herod was
only rarely broken during the period between his death and the outbreak of
the Great Revolt.  The first two decades were the longest such quiet period.
Then, in 26, Pontius Pilate was appointed (procurator) governor of Judah.
For ten years he ruled with such ruthlessness and deliberate flaunting of
Jewish religious sensitivities that he was ultimately ordered back to Rome.
A few years later, the emperor Caligula, angered by an outbreak of violence
between Jews and gentiles in Yavneh, ordered his statue to be set up in the
Temple.  Only intensive lobbying (and finally, Caligula’s murder) prevented
what might have been the cause of extensive violence.

From the mid-40s until 66, Palestine was ruled by a series of ineffective
governors, all of whose attempts to suppress the escalating resistance of
the extremist groups proved counterproductive, driving more and more
people into the extremist camp.  The result was a situation of near anarchy,
and the apparent vindication of those who argued that violent resistance
to Rome could indeed be effective.

The revolt broke out when the gentile inhabitants of Caesaria turned on
the Jews; this in turn provoked riots by the Jews in Jerusalem.  The
procurator Florus responded with violence, and the situation quickly
degenerated to open warfare.  Roman reinforcements sent from Syria were
unable to take Jerusalem, and turned back.  This strengthened the hand of
the extremist leaders, and a unified military command was set up.  Massive
reinforcements were brought in by Rome, led by Vespasian.  This army
marched across the Galilee, conquering one by one the fortified holdouts
of the rebels.  There ensued a lull, while Vespasian was called home to be

http://www.anova.org/sev/atlas/htm/index.html
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crowned emperor.  When Vespasian’s son Titus came to lay siege to the
city in the spring of 70, the resistance was weakened and disorganized.
The city fell in the summer, and Titus took pains to have the Temple totally
destroyed to put an end to any hope of resistance.  Nevertheless,
resistance continued, at Masada and Machaerus (on the east shore of the
Dead Sea), for about three more years.

Despite economic recovery and Roman respect for Jewish autonomy, the
burden of taxation, the humiliation of subjugation, and continued
messianic expectations led to another rebellion in 115-117, and then,
when the emperor Hadrian sought to rebuild Jerusalem as a pagan city, a
full scale revolt erupted in 132.  The leader, Simon bar Kosiba or bar
Kochba, seems to have united the resistance under his command; many
apparently saw in him the messiah.  In any case, the Romans brought in
reinforcements, and in the course of three years, beat down the rebels; the
war ended with the fall of the fortress of Beitar (just southwest of
Jerusalem).  Rabbi Akiba and a number of other establishment leaders
supported the revolt; many were killed.  The death and devastation
resulting from this war were enormous; there was no rapid recovery
comparable to that after the Great Revolt.

Because of the devastation of the center and south of the country, the
reconstituted autonomous authority was based in the Galilee.  The
Sanhedrin moved about over the next century, at first operating in small,
out-of-the-way towns, and only after 200 moving to Zippori and finally to
the regional capital, Tiberias.  This same period saw improvement in
relations with Rome; by the end of the second century, the Nasi, or head of
the Jewish community, ruled in splendor and was on close terms with
Roman nobility, if not with the emperor himself.  It was at this time that the
Nasi, R. Judah, took the step of summarizing and editing the Oral Law,
producing the Mishnah.  This act can be seen as a turning point: a first
assertion of the authority of the rabbinic leadership to set the oral
interpretation down as written law.  The Mishnah in turn became the basis
of further oral development of Jewish law in the generations that followed.

v. Our main source, of course, for the Great Revolt is Josephus, who started
out as the commander of the Jewish forces in Galilee, but in the first major
battle, the siege of Yodfat, he surrendered to Vespasian’s army and survived
the war as a sort of white collar prisoner of Rome.  The account of his
argument with his colleagues over mass suicide is quite interesting:  see
Wars of the Jews Book III chaps. 7-8; http://www.sacred-
texts.com/jud/josephus/war-3.htm.  Josephus is of course the only source
for the similar story of mass suicide at Masada (http://www.sacred-
texts.com/jud/josephus/war-7.htm, chapters 8-9)

vi. Perhaps the best known symbol of the destruction of the Temple and the
Roman suppression of the revolt is the Arch of Titus in Rome, a triumphal

http://www.sacred-
http://www.sacred-
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arch showing the Romans carrying away the sacred objects of the Temple.
(http://www.abu.nb.ca/courses/NTIntro/images/ArchofTitus.htm)   It is
interesting to consider how these images played in the Jewish
consciousness throughout the ages; many Jews have the custom of
refusing to walk under the arch.

vii. Customs relating to the destruction of the Temple do not make a
distinction between the first and second Temples: we are in mourning
because we do not have our promised sovereign existence, under David,
worshipping in the Temple with the mediation of the priests.  Besides the
fasts mentioned in lesson 15, there are various other customs – e.g.,
mourning practices at weddings, leaving a portion of every house
unpainted, and not eating roasted meat at the Passover seder (which would
be too much like the sacrifice, which is impossible without the Temple).  It is
interesting to consider these customs as one way of keeping a kind of
connection to Israel constantly in our consciousness.   See
http://www.jewishmag.com/57mag/mourning/mourning.htm; and
http://www.jewishsf.com/content/2-0-
/module/displaystory/story_id/9194/edition_id/175/format/html/displayst
ory.html

Does/should this have a place in our post-1948 practice?  Or should our
connection be expressed in a different idiom?

b. Internal conflict
i. The Zealots, as Josephus called the radical revolutionaries, were in fact not a

united movement, but a collection of local groups, who seem to have first
appeared on the scene shortly after Herod’s death.  Some were family
groups; some followed leaders who had messianic pretensions; some
combined their commitment to driving out the Romans with a social
philosophy aimed at eliminating oligarchical rule within the Jewish
community.  A number of the Zealot leaders had their roots — and their
followings — in the Galilee, while others were based in Jerusalem.  Some
groups, called Sicarii (dagger-men), were known for their use of
assassination against their Jewish opponents.  Despite all of these
differences, the one underlying ideological tenet of the various Zealot
groups was the belief that acceptance of Roman rule was tantamount to
idolatry, and therefore no means was unjustified and no sacrifice too great
in the struggle to remove Roman domination so that the Jews could be
ruled by the only true King, God.

ii. See Josephus’  (http://www.sacred-texts.com/jud/josephus/index.htm#woj)
account of the internal violence:

1. Antiquities 18:1:6 and 20:8:5
2. Wars 4:3:2, 5:1:4, 5:6:1

Infighting between competing factions of Zealots in Jerusalem, from the
beginning of the siege, led to significant bloodshed as well as to the
destruction of stores of food.  Josephus suggests that this civil strife made
a significant contribution to the Roman victory. The rabbis likewise decry

http://www.abu.nb.ca/courses/NTIntro/images/ArchofTitus.htm
http://www.jewishmag.com/57mag/mourning/mourning.htm
http://www.jewishsf.com/content/2-0-
http://www.sacred-texts.com/jud/josephus/index.htm#woj
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the internecine strife within the besieged city as a cause of our defeat; see
below.   It is not clear that the factions led by Simon bar Giora, Eleazar ben
Simon, and John of Giscala were driven by conflicting ideologies or
strategies of revolt; it seems more likely that the fighting among them was
merely a struggle for power.

iii. We are fond of saying that we owe our survival to our external enemies, as
we tend to unify in the face of a threat.  However, it is interesting to note
that time after time, it seems that we lost sovereignty in our land by turning
against ourselves just when we faced such an external threat; note the
violent divisions…
 During the struggle against Babylonia (see Jeremiah)
 During the Hasmonean revolt
 In the civil war among Hasmonean factions that led to the Roman

conquest
 During the Roman siege of Jerusalem, as above.
Could it be that when we feel too secure in our possession of the land, we
lose sight of the conditionality of that possession; we assume that nothing
can dislodge us, so we allow ourselves to fall apart…??

c. Aftermath: Yavneh and Bar Kochba
i. The abovementioned factional strife in Jerusalem comes to a head with the

decision of Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakkai to flee the siege and seek a
compromise with Rome.  The Talmudic account is fascinating for its insights
into the internal life of the community:

Babylonian Talmud, Gitin 56a-b
The biryonim (rebels) were then in the city.  The rabbis said to them: Let us
go out and make peace with them [the Romans].  They would not let them,
but on the contrary, said: Let us go out and fight them.  The rabbis said:
you will not succeed.  They [the biryonim] then rose up and burned the
stores of wheat and barley so that a famine ensued...

Abba Sikra, the head of the biryonim in Jerusalem, was the son of the sister
of Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai, who sent to him saying: Come to visit me
privately.  When he came he said to him: How long are you going to carry
on in this way and kill all the people by starvation?  He replied: What can I
do?  If I say a word to them, they will kill me.  [Yochanan ben Zakkai] said:
Devise some plan for me to escape.  Perhaps I shall be able to save a little.
[Abba Sikra] said to him: Pretend to be ill, and let everyone come to inquire
about you.  Bring something foul-smelling and put it by you so that they
will say you are dead.  Then let your disciples carry your bed, but no one
else, so that they will not notice that you are still light, since they know
that a living being is lighter than a corpse.  He did so, and Rabbi Eliezer
went under the bier on one side and Rabbi Joshua on the other.  When
they reached the gate, some men wanted to put a lance through the bier.
He said to them: Shall [the Romans] say, “They have stabbed their master?”
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They wanted to give it a push.  He said to them: Shall they say, “They
pushed their master?”  They opened the city gate for him and he escaped.

When Yochanan ben Zakkai reached the Romans he said: Peace to you O
king, peace to you, O king!  [Vespasian] said: Your life is forfeit on two
counts: one because I am not a king and you call me king; and again, if I
am king, why did you not come to me before now?  He replied: As for your
saying that you are not a king, in truth you are a king, since if you were not
a king, Jerusalem would not be delivered into your hand…  As for your
question,  “ Why if you are a king did I not come to you until now?”the
answer is that  thebiryonim among us did not let me...  At this point a

messenger came... from Rome saying: Up! For the emperor is dead, and the
notables of Rome have decided to make you head [of state]...

[Vespasian] said: I am now going, and will send someone to take my place.
You can, however, make a request of me and I will grant it.  [Rabbi
Yochanan] said to him: Give me Yavneh and its sages and the dynasty of
Rabban Gamaliel...

Here the Talmudic account confirms Josephus’ description of the state of civil
war in effect within the walls of besieged Jerusalem.  But the main interest in
this passage is the famous story of Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakkai’s escape from
the city, in order to take action for Jewish continuity.  The text has Rabbi
Yochanan related to one of the Zealot leaders; thus privy to “inside
information” about the dynamics of the civil war, he becomes convinced that
the city is doomed, and uses this connection to organize his escape from
Jerusalem (the Zealots prevented anyone from leaving the city to cross to the
Roman side; only to bury a corpse was it permissible to go outside the city
walls).

Once outside, he ingratiates himself with the Roman authorities, and uses this
connection to obtain permission to set up a new academy at Yavneh.

Whether or not all the details of this story are historical facts, it seems
reasonable to conclude from it that there was a faction of leadership that
sought to de-escalate the conflict and thus avoid total defeat and destruction;
failing to gain control of the city, these rabbis created institutions that could
carry on Jewish autonomy after the inevitable defeat, within the context of
Roman domination.

ii. R. Yochanan ben Zakkai’s response to the struggle against Rome can be
seen as the antithesis of that represented by Masada.  It was based on the
assumption that it was possible to maintain Jewish communal autonomy
— and full Jewish spiritual life — while living under Roman denomination.
Yavneh represents neither suicide nor total surrender, but the creation of a
new kind of relationship, in which authority is shared, divided into two
different domains.  Later, due to the upheaval of the Bar Kochba revolt, the
Yavneh center wandered across the Galilee for a few hundred years.  This
experience established and institutionalized a system of law, belief and
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governance that was stable in the absence of sovereignty and ultimately
came to characterize Jewish life in the Diaspora.

iii. Today, Yavneh is the name of a religious kibbutz (see
http://www.kibbutzprogramcenter.org/Kibbutz_Profiles/kibbutz_yavneh.ht
m ) and of a development town nearby, populated largely by Moroccan
immigrants of the 50s.  In addition, not surprisingly, in North America it is
the name of many Orthodox day schools and camps and of a national
organization of Orthodox college students.

iv. Fifty years after the establishment of the Yavneh center, messianic
expectations seem once again to have become acute, leading to another
attempt at armed revolt against the power of Rome.  For a full collection of
texts with commentary on the Bar Kochba revolt of 132-135, see:
http://www.livius.org/ja-jn/jewish_wars/jwar07.html

d.    The revolts in modern Israeli consciousness
i. The discussion of the significance of Masada as a symbol in modern Israel

has been intense for decades.  See, for example,
http://www.jafi.org.il/education/juice/history1/week2.html and
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/religion/portrait/masada
.html.

ii. Like Masada, there is controversy over the significance of the Bar Kochba
revolt as a symbol in modern Israeli culture.  See, for example,
http://www.hagshama.org.il/en/resources/view.asp?id=84 and
http://www.jewishmag.com/79mag/domnitch/domnitch.htm.

iii. These discussions have obvious modern implications, raising several
questions that are relevant to our understanding and teaching of Israel:

1. Can we ever know where we are in the plan of history – when
we are living in messianic times?  Is Israel, as the liturgy of
orthodox Zionism states “the first flowering of our
redemption?”  Or is it just another chapter in our ongoing
history, another Jewish community?  If Rabbi Akiba got it
wrong, how can we know we are right?

2. When, if ever, are compromise and submission a better way to
Jewish survival and strength than proud heroism and violent
resistence?  And vice versa...

3. Were those who committed suicide at Yodfat and Masada
heroes or fools? What about the followers of Bar Kochba?  And
were those who compromised at Yavneh and Zippori traitors
or heroes?

http://www.kibbutzprogramcenter.org/Kibbutz_Profiles/kibbutz_yavneh.ht
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http://www.jewishmag.com/79mag/domnitch/domnitch.htm



